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Abstract 
In this paper, we aim to provide information on music courses which are currently being taught in higher education music 
conservatoires in Spain in order to reflect upon the features of such schools and the music model which is being produced, 
teacher-training and the relation between the teaching processes and what students are actually learning.  All of which will lead to 
facilitating informed decision making to improve theses courses of study in the contest of the European Higher Education Area.  
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1. Introduction 
The construction of the European Higher Education Area has meant that educational institutions have had to 
undergo certain reforms which not only affect the structure of the syllabus but also the methodological principles 
underlying the teaching-learning process.  The introduction of the European Credit Transfer System (ECTS), the 
design of new syllabi, the creation of new degree programmes and attention to more professional objectives are 
some of the measures being taken in relation to the curricular reform.  The methodological renovation has been 
centred on introducing changes in teaching procedures to ensure that students are at the centre of the teaching-
learning experience.  
Traditionally, higher education in Spain has been characterized by the transmission of knowledge to train 
specialists in particular professional fields.  However, the proposals made by the European Higher Education Area 
promote the idea of students taking an active part in the learning process, being autonomous in searching for 
information and generating new knowledge, being able to reflect upon and apply proper strategies to problem-
solving, possessing a willingness to cooperate and a sense of responsibility that should be present in all stages of 
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their learning. Within this framework, higher educational institutions make it their priority to provide students with 
all they need to receive a complete and high quality education. 
If we assume that efficient learning takes place only when students take responsibility for the organization and 
development of their own academic work then when we consider music education this becomes even more apparent 
as students’ involvement, effort and personal study are so essential to their training to be future professional 
musicians.  Therefore, in a great number of countries, higher education music institutions are experiencing structural 
and methodological changes which bring their teaching and qualifications in line with the proposals of the European 
Higher Education Area. 
Spain has made a great effort to adapt its educational system to European demands and in the area of music 
education, this is clearly reflected in the reforms envisaged as much at universities as at music conservatoires. These 
reforms  involve specialized training in the fields of performing, music research, teaching and artistic creation and 
are presently governed by a normative framework which attempts to implant a university model in higher education 
centres which do not belong to universities.   
In fact, when we speak of research in higher education and refer to the reforms in Spanish music education 
qualifications, generally university study is being referred to, without taking into account music conservatoires 
which are characterized by being considered differently to other educational institutions in the general education 
system.  In this country, these courses are considered to be a complementary form of education and this has created 
a void as far as research is concerned, and therefore investigation in specialized fields within the music 
conservatoire has been, and continues to be, scarce.   
In this paper, for this reason, we aim to provide information on music courses which are currently being taught in 
higher education music conservatoires in Spain in order to reflect upon the features of such schools and the music 
model which is being produced, teacher-training and the relation between the teaching processes and what students 
are actually learning.  All of which will lead to facilitating informed decision making to improve theses courses of 
study in the contest of the European Higher Education Area.  
In the fundamental educational reforms which are being carried out at present in Europe, we must not let the 
opportunity go by of generating teaching knowledge which enables an evaluative analysis of the undertaken 
processes and thereby increase proposals which favor the improvement of the new models of music education which 
have been introduced. The pursuit of high quality teaching should go hand in hand with concern about unifying 
theory and practice, and the purpose and sense of all educational research should be that of transforming and 
perfecting reality.   
This paper aims to contribute to this proposal. Our purpose is to offer scientific-teaching knowledge within the 
framework of the European Higher Education Area in order to guarantee an effective reform of the specific teaching 
at the music conservatoires in Spain. 
 
2. Research into higher education music conservatoires  
 
We aim to reflect upon the quality of teaching which is offered at higher education music conservatoires in Spain 
after the introduction of the rules established by the European Higher Education Area, and in this article we present  
research carried out by two different methods. On the one hand, surveys designed to obtain generalized data from a 
representative sample of the study population. On the other hand, as such data were necessarily generic we decided 
to carry out a case study to more thoroughly examine a specific situation which we wished to research.  Although at 
first it may seem contradictory to use two research methods, one quantitative and the other qualitative, it is not 
difficult to understand that the distinction between both types of research is not directly related to the use of 
quantitative or qualitative data, but is another way of carrying out research to investigate causes or events.   
 
The surveys 
 
In relation to the surveys, it was important to establish what was the most significant information in relation to 
the purpose of our research: the analysis and understanding of the current situation of higher education music 
conservatoires after the latest educational reforms in Spain.  In order to do this, we invited all the teachers and 
students of four Spanish higher education music conservatoires to take part in the survey and our results are the 
following:   
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Our survey was developed according to two models: “teacher survey” and “student survey”, which both had 
basically the same design but with some variants relating to identification data and questions referring to the specific 
areas of each group which led us to include some specific items in each case. Both were aimed at finding out aspects 
related to organization and functioning, syllabus, educational administration and inspection work, participation, 
courses, methodological and evaluation aspects, etc. 
  The whole statistical analysis process was carried out by SPSS for Windows and consisted of a univariable 
descriptive analysis, first carrying out a data cleaning or tabulation in order to identify the values which were 
incorrectly transcribed, the anomalous values, missing values, etc., and a later multivariable statistical analysis, 
using a multivariable variance analysis, leading up to the parametrical conditions of normality and homoscedasticity.   
From the point of view of descriptive analysis, the teachers’ replies show satisfaction with the changes brought 
about by the new syllabus reform, highlighting the importance, at the end of the final year, of presenting a 
supervised academic activity comparable to that of a final project or dissertation in other higher education 
qualifications. However, the current reform does not represent a panacea regarding music studies as it has generated 
gaps which show the need for new modifications in  higher education, especially with respect to entrance exams and 
the rise in interest in certain optional or free-choice credits which are being offered. The precarious situation of 
classrooms and the scarcity of materials make teachers think that the public education administration is not totally 
committed to the establishment of the new syllabus.  
The descriptive analysis of the students’ survey highlights that, in general, they were much more critical than the 
teachers in expressing their opinion about a new syllabus which does not respond either to their personal or 
professional motivations. Moreover, the analysis emphasizes the need to improve many aspects relating to the type 
of information it offers.  The students’ replies raise serious doubts as to the importance of supervised academic 
activity and express the need for a clarification of the status of optional courses. Furthermore, it shows an imbalance 
between the number of theoretical and practical courses and students’ dissatisfaction is apparent when they speak of 
entrance exams.  
Students also expressed the need to improve certain aspects such as general information, timetables, classroom 
distribution, cultural activities and the time that management devotes to dealing with the public. They also 
mentioned the need for an atmosphere in which the values of tolerance, equality and mutual respect were present, 
especially with reference to course information at the beginning of the year, the degree of participation in decision-
making in the functioning of the courses, information about future work and academic possibilities and the teachers’ 
adaptation to the level of comprehension and learning difficulties that students may experience.  
Evidently, all of the more or less general comments on these circumstances are not seen in the same way by all 
the teachers or all the students who took part in the survey. Thus, for example, the changes carried out in terms of 
educational reforms have not affected teachers of different specialist subjects in the same way as others.  Neither do 
teachers from different schools have the same opinion about their management team and the availability of 
classroom space and materials. However, one thing which does stand out is that not all the teachers experience the 
same atmosphere of equality, tolerance and respect in regards to their work situation. Depending on their individual 
situation, teachers may choose a better timetable, a better classroom in the centre, and even which students they 
would like to teach.  Normally, those teachers who know the students and can choose, will choose students who are 
musically gifted and who do not have serious technical problems and, therefore, the level of their students will be 
better and they will be able to (undeservingly) call themselves ‘good teachers’. What is brought into play by this is a 
very important aspect which is that of teacher prestige, and it is upon this level of prestige that a teacher has that 
other factors will depend such as the fact that students from other schools, or even the fact their own students will 
ask for private tuition, they will be invited to give teacher training courses or concerts, etc.  This leads to many 
teachers in higher education, both permanent teachers and temporary teachers, boasting in their CVs that they are 
senior lecturers, even though they are not, simply because they teach in higher education music conservatoires. 
In the same way, the two characteristics which best define the new syllabus, which are the specific identity of 
each centre and the sense of professional advancement that these studies provide, were also reflected in our survey 
as a consequence of the different opinions given by students from the four conservatoires.  So much so that, 
depending on the evaluation that students gave to the courses they were attending, the management team, the 
atmosphere of equality, tolerance and respect, classrooms and materials, the administration and university services 
staff or the didactic resources in their centre, the same evaluation would be given to the established syllabus. 
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The comparison of all the specialized fields of study according to the length of courses gave rise to the students 
expressing, on the basis of their own specialized field of study, a greater or lesser degree of satisfaction with the 
education received. In some way this can be explained if we take into account the fact that not all the specialized 
fields of study have the same characteristics, and although students are in the same broad field, not all of them have 
the same interests. The students’ ages also have a special significance, as those students who are over 30 are more 
satisfied than younger students when voicing their opinion on the quality of the higher education courses they 
attended. Lastly, we cannot overlook the different evaluations that the female students gave in comparison to the 
male students in terms of equality, tolerance and respect in their schools. 
Taking all this into account, the data presented and analyzed account for the opinion, gathered by means of 
surveys, of the principal protagonists of the teaching-learning process which evolves on a daily basis in the music 
conservatoires as specialized teaching centres.  
 
The case study 
 
The report we present here includes information gathered by means of analyzing documents, non-participative 
observation and in-depth interviews given to several teachers and several students in a higher education music 
conservatoire, and whose singular and particular opinions create a broad, varied and contrasting view of the new 
higher education music studies regulated by the European Higher Education Area from the perspective of those 
people involved in this process. The director of the school was also interviewed and his opinion is included in this 
study.   
We understand that we cannot generalize about the opinions expressed given the qualitative nature of the 
methodology used. However, this does allow us to obtain a deeper understanding of the case study. In spite of 
having focused on particular cases we suppose that, in all probability, a large number of students and teachers will 
feel identified with the information which we present based on what Stake (1995) calls “naturalist generalization”.  
From the analysis and interpretation of the data gathered with the case study we have been able to verify that the 
educational reform introduced has meant that there has been an improvement in the training offered in higher 
education music conservatoires in comparison to the previous regulated course structures. This has been achieved 
thanks to the introduction of a new curriculum, characterized by the expansion of the number of courses, the 
introduction of new fields of study and the increase in the number of subjects. The establishment of the 
methodological principles promoted by the ECTS in music teaching has not meant, at least not in this conservatoire, 
a change in mentality in those who still consider the main instrument to be more important than the other subjects 
and neither has it contributed to the establishment of more musical training in different styles to traditional music.  
This data relates directly to that gathered by Nettl (1995) or Vasconcelos (2002), who found a constant model in 
music conservatoires which venerated the great masters of cultured music, and where, as a consequence, the 
interpretation of classical music is considered superior to popular music.    
As far as professional prospects are concerned, teaching is considered to be the main job opportunity in an area 
which, nonetheless, still focuses on training performers. In this respect, the huge variety of possible future job 
prospects make the existing approach to specialized teaching incompatible with the current demands of the work 
market. Higher education teachers are expected to have abilities and experience as musicians to a much greater 
extent than in other areas and this generates, as a consequence, a certain individualism, which is reinforced within a 
teaching staff which, because of its size, makes cohesion and collaborative work extremely difficult. As Kingsbury 
stated (1988), there are aspects which cause the teacher to be a performer, individualism is the most distinctive 
feature of a conservatoire teacher who is considered to be an artist rather than a teacher, the teacher’s prestige will 
benefit the student and vice-versa, and the student will be constantly ‘measuring his or her talent’ in comparison to 
that of their classmates.  
Unfortunately, the special characteristics of courses offered by higher education music conservatoires do not keep 
students isolated from the low cultural and academic level which education is suffering from nowadays.  The public 
administration, guided by political and economic questions rather than educational ones, plays a fundamental role by 
limiting the opportunities of receiving the best quality education which schools can offer by not responding to 
demands for materials, maintenance of schools, proper number of teaching and administrative staff, publishing rules 
and an endless list of reasons which all contribute to a well-planned syllabus on paper being very different in reality, 
all of which could possibly result from misapplying legislation.   
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In this educational context, people develop their teaching activity from their own points of view and with 
experience, focus and working methods which are completely different. They take on the difficult, simultaneous role 
of educators, guides, musicians and teachers and aim to complete the music training of students who not only look 
for specialized training in a degree in music, but also the projection of feelings, affection and emotions awakened in 
them from a very early age, leading them to regard perfection through music as an ultimate objective. 
 
 
3. Conclusions 
 
For higher music conservatoires in Spain, incorporation into the European Higher Education Area represents one 
of the greatest challenges in their recent history, as they will be expected to guarantee teaching, performing and 
research activities within the framework of a renewed syllabus, as has occurred in other higher education centres. 
However, given their peculiar nature, these studies will have to overcome a lot of obstacles in order to function 
properly in line with European guidelines for Degrees in Music.  
Firstly, we have to point out that music conservatoires seem to keep defending the same model of the artist and of 
cultured, highbrow music which was dominant at the time in which these schools came into existence as we know 
them today (the beginning of the XIXth century), marked by the appearance of modern culture, after the 
Enlightenment, whose most defining characteristic was the importance of reason, considered to be the instrument in 
human hands which could put into order scientific and technical activity, the government of people and the 
administration of society without having to resort to force and external or supernatural powers  (Pérez Gómez, 
1994). 
However, in the years prior to the Fall of the Berlin Wall and up until the terrorist attack on the Twin Towers in 
New York and the terrorist attacks in Madrid in 2004 and in London in 2005, a series of serious events have taken 
place on an international level (the fall of Communism, the Gulf War and wars in Iraq, Afghanistan and Libya, 
poverty and misery parallel to the massive destruction of food through market demands, inequality between the 
Developing World and the Third World, immigration, the Balkanization of Central and Eastern Europe, the arms 
and aerospace race, etc.) which have all caused disenchantment and rejection of modern culture and the ideal of 
universal reason in favour of multiple reasons which maintain different and often contradictory interests giving rise 
to a new and particular style and way of thinking and behaviour in the different areas of arts, culture and thought, 
known as Postmodernism.  
This cultural, social and philosophical movement rejects the fundamental principle of the Enlightenment based on 
the primacy of reason, the centrality of the subject and the belief in the existence of universally valid rules which 
govern nature, society and cultural forms. Considering that the theories proposed in the past have their roots in a 
model of reality based on linear and unidimensional concepts of causality, Postmodernism defends the need for 
models of analysis which recognize the complexity of multiple causes.  
Postmodern thought, and as a consequence, the way of life in which we are immersed, rejects historical 
knowledge, any general projects, the identity of any subject or collective business, all political commitment, in 
defense of any ethical principle. It assumes, on the other hand, the glorification of absolute relativism in any sphere 
of reality; the privilege of what is  particular, what is fragmented, the primacy of the present and disregard for the 
past and future, the empire of what is private;  the fanatical deregulization of all public organization and structure; 
the unquestionable value of what exists and the pragmatic confusion of what is real and possible; the cult of image, 
aesthetics, design, passing, changing and ephemeral fashions, present pleasure and narcissistic contemplation; the 
obsession with our bodies and with always remaining youthful-looking, in such a way that adolescence becomes the 
categorical imperative of other generations. (Perez Gómez, 1994). 
In music we can say that Postmodernism has fostered the loss of the absolute value which the Beethovian model 
held on cultured music, favouring the rupture of the line of separation between what is highbrow and lowbrow 
culture, bearing witness to the fact that art is a human construction dependant on the social context in which it 
emerges. At the same time it has facilitated the incorporation of cultured music into the economic system as a means 
of selling, converting it into a possible product to be promoted like any other consumer item within anyone’s reach.  
Curiously, and as a contradiction, the proof of these cultural and social changes has caused an increase in 
dominant individualism in music conservatoires, a consequence of some musical training focused towards 
performance and the training of soloists, which leads many teachers to keep defending a concept of music and music 
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education where what is artistic is superior to what is professional.  In reality, this dilemma is not exclusive to higher 
education music conservatoires but to all university studies: should centres of higher education be the forum for all 
knowledge accumulated by humans which is considered to be worthy of conserving and transmitting to future 
generations or should they be highly qualified schools where the best professionals are trained for work?  This 
dilemma does not have to be necessarily exclusive although it is clear that the profile of each qualification will be 
different according to how we put them in an order of priority. We do not have the answer to such a question but 
what we do know is that the seemingly unconscious reproduction of a determined cultural model devoted to the 
great masters of Western Classical Music leads us to give preference to the instrumental interpretation of a score 
over any other form of music.  It is as if composing, rescuing or transcribing a piece of music from an archive, 
collecting and  diffusing a popular Christmas carol from any place, or debating what music to teach and how to 
teach it were activities considered to be somehow less than theoretical.  This is how the dominant model of music 
conditions students’ professional expectations.   
The key question concerns the model of the artist and music which is being proposed in Spanish music 
conservatoires, and to what extent this model is suitable for social needs as much artistic and professional needs. 
Shall we search for the reproduction of past models which are considered to be just as valid as they were two 
hundred years ago? Or shall we search for their reinterpretation at the same time as we incorporate new musical 
styles such as jazz or flamenco and new abilities such as improvisation?  Do we want to train musicians or 
instrumentalists? Are artistic and professional atmosphere incompatible or does this depend on the concept of 
musician and of citizen that we reproduce in our educational institutions, including music conservatoires?  These 
questions are the essence of what is happening in our conservatoires and represent the main concern of this article in 
terms of these educational centres which now more than ever have the responsibility of not only complying with the 
law but also of influencing the deficient aspects of the official curriculum.   
Regardless of the curriculum which is proposed in artistic education, it is clear that in the people mainly learn 
from specific situations where they interact with each other, and knowledge arises as a consequence of such 
interaction. Secondly, artistic and musical experience are both unique and, therefore, the emotions aroused in each 
person at any given time will never be the same.   
However, the focus on technical abilities in classical music, which typical of Western thought which was 
considered by Modernism to be superior to Positivism , has led musical education to become a kind of training in 
the parameters of music (rhythm, melody, texture, tone and formal structure)  and in technical mastery of an 
instrument, including the voice. When this happens, music education neglects the overall aesthetics of music and, by 
focusing merely on the identifiable and measurable we are paying attention to what is least important in music.    
The solution to such contradictions is to be found in the organization of the different curricular models and this 
makes clear why each teacher teaches in his or her own way. Artistic teaching should be organized within the 
democratic framework in which it is inscribed and from where it is taught, as a unique means of accepting different 
positions that can simultaneously coexist.  Given that there is no way of saying that one is better than the other, we 
have no option but to opt for democratic organization and to learn what we can from what each model of artistic 
education and what it can contribute to contemporary music and musicians.  
It is the responsibility of all educators working in any branch of artistic expression to help students to construct a 
public space for decisions in which we can establish what we want to understand as artistic production.  
Music education is very thorough  in other European countries, and although we know that imitation may be a 
dangerous short-cut, it would be worthwhile adopting the organization and structure of music institutions in these 
countries, especially Hungary, which is considered worldwide to be an example to follow in as far as music teaching 
is concerned. This is a consequence of official acceptance of the ideas of Zoltán Kodály, who stated that a complete 
man cannot imagine himself without music nor music culture. It is not about analyzing, comparing and imitating the 
structure of syllabi, the type and amount of subjects available or the methodological approach in the teaching centre 
but rather a question of culture and tradition which other countries do not have.   
For those who understand the European Convergence as one approaching another  i.e. the search for and the 
establishment of a common educational plan, it will not be difficult to achieve the objective of the Bologna Plan, 
regardless of the differences that may exist if we compare the infrastructures, the resources and the economic 
possibilities which universities, higher education centres or conservatoires have in different countries.  However, the 
initial music training which future professionals receive, based on the predominant culture in the context in which 
they receive this training, will influence very decisively the activities and programmes which will be later developed 
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in the classroom.  Furthermore, it is quite evident that music culture and learning methodology are very different 
from one region to another and from one country to another.  
European Convergence with the Bologna Plan will be a difficult task if, as we stated at the beginning of this 
article, we want our higher education centres, particularly music schools, to become prestigious centres which are 
able to contribute to the process of transforming our society into a more and more competitive and dynamic one.  
Nevertheless, we believe that it is possible to achieve a form of convergence which is capable of unifying the 
divergence that exists in contemporary society in favor of a culture, especially a music culture, which allows a 
greater approach to and a better understanding of nations, knowing that if there is any capable of achieving mutual 
respect between peoples, then that subject is undoubtedly music. Perhaps it is only a question of time and effort.  
It is clear that in order to achieve this, at least in Spain, according to Sammons, Hillman y Mortimore (1998) our 
conservatoires must become efficient educational centres.  In this sense, conservatoires need to make a commitment 
to general educational objectives, taking into account three basic aims: academic competence, socialization of the 
students and complete education of students. 
Professional leadership by the management team is essential for schools to work properly. Management activity 
should be focused on developing information, organization, administration, coordination and control as well as 
continual decision-making in bureaucratic and administrative aspects, staff management, student discipline, external 
relations, assigning resources, problem-solving, etc. Management teams should know what is happening in their 
schools centre, mediate in any possible conflicts and study how to share decision-making.  
Professional stability is fundamental and so are strategies for the professional development of the teaching staff 
in accordance with the pedagogical needs of music conservatoires, aiming for continuous teacher learning and 
updating of content, didactic resources and methodology. Thus, professional teaching will be achieved based on the  
efficient organization of teachers, clear student knowledge of the aims of each subject, structured teaching activities, 
greater attention to diversity, following up on students’ progress, and the use of positive feedback, all of which is the 
consequence of a well-planned and structured curriculum with coordination and regular updating.  
A suitable atmosphere should be fostered where teaching and learning are at the centre of the organization and 
activity of the conservatoire, where student learning is optimized by an efficient use of learning time, and each 
student’s motivation and progress are directly influenced by the culture and atmosphere of each conservatoire. It is 
not advisable to generate excessively high expectations on the part of students but rather to propose intellectual 
challenges for them.   
Moreover, the rights and responsibilities of the students must be attended to, giving them a certain responsibility 
in the centre’s activities, control over their own work, and developing their self-esteem, thereby attaining a better 
communication with all the members of school community. This will also ensure their involvement and support and 
that of the educational administration. 
All the aforementioned measures will progressively lead to great advances on the concept of music and musicians 
who will begin to be much more highly regarded professionally. Society will begin to appreciate more fairly the 
option of becoming a professional musician with a university qualification and it will not seem so strange to have 
people with a PhD in music who will be able to work as teachers not only in music conservatoires but also in 
universities.  
Many of the problems that are occurring in music conservatoires are also occurring in universities and in society 
at large as they arise from the changes in values which we are undergoing, changes to which our systems have not 
yet completely adapted. In this process of change in which we are currently immersed, music should provide society 
with the ability to listen sensitively, which is after all the raison d’être of music. How can we ask society to listen, 
and ask nations to face up to their problems, if in our own conservatoires musicians do not have the sensitivity to 
listen to each other?   
Both teachers and students need to change their attitude, particularly in music conservatoires where the lack of an 
alternative methodology to learning to play an instrument or learning a musical discipline, and the primacy of the 
individual over the collective have generated a continual rejection of everything that is unknown.  The basic need in 
this kind of educational centre is the development of a specific methodology which stems from a process of 
reflection and dialogue about the specific nature of classroom dynamics and which promotes the development of the 
students beyond the mere acquisition of contents, thus transcending the individual level and operating on a social 
one.   
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Music teaching cannot continue to foster almost exclusively technical development and dependence on traditional 
musical scores, since meaning in art arises from the different modes of listening or interpreting of each performer. 
The construction of knowledge which each individual makes from their own previous experiences conditions our 
ways of understanding not only music but also reality, and music and art in general are what most influence us in 
our way of seeing the world. Art and Music are the main means of developing aesthetic and performance abilities 
which we later use to obtain knowledge in other areas of our life.  Art and Music are probably the best way of 
proving that knowledge is a social construction.  
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